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Motivation 
 
The motivation for us to do this project is the fascination of how Thai men undergo a sex 
reassignment surgery; why they construct an identity completely different from the original 
and whether it is interconnected with the sex-tourism in Thailand. Our interest lies in the 
complexity of changing one’s body from your original gender, male-to-female, and how one 
deals with their everyday life. 
The interest also includes the urge for us to research the conflicts that they are having with 
their identity and how the huge annual influx of tourists keeps the phenomenon running, 
without any indignation and outrage, from both the locals, and the tourist. The phenomenon 
of ladyboys is considered a taboo in most parts of the world, which therefore is felt with 
prejudice and is a rather untouched subject.  
 
Introduction  
 
We all make adjustments for the social environment we find ourselves in. The way we dress, 
speak, behave and so forth is all something that we unconsciously and consciously alter 
depending on what social context we find ourselves in. For our work places, we will dress in a 
certain manner, often speak in a predefined way and act according to what is deemed socially 
acceptable for our work environment. Those ways of behaving and expressing ourselves does 
not necessarily reflect our true identity, these things are changes we undertake in order to fit 
in and be able to hold down our job. It can be considered a blessing that in the sanctuary of 
your own home, you are able to pull of that choking tie, change out of that business suit or 
remove that make up. 
 
But what if you could not? What if your profession, involves changing everything about your 
appearance? Not small changes as wearing your hair up, but a total reconstruction of your 
body? One so drastic that the gender of your body is not the same as the one you originally 
possessed? 
 
This is a situation many ladyboys – or kathoey as called in Thailand – faces.  
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Problem area  
 
According to a documentary made by the English TV station channel 4 called “Middle sex”, 
there are approx. 300.000 ladyboys in Thailand with a population of 63 million. Consequently 
1 out of every 100 Thai men is a ladyboy (List, 2006).  
 
The root for the alteration of their body does not lie in the more ‘classic’ reasons for this kind 
of transformation, which is when one feels they are trapped in a wrong body. Because of the 
financial situation of the country where jobs are scarce, the tourism sector is where the 
money is. Through their alterations of their body, the ladyboys enter the world of sex-
tourism/entertainment as a part of survival, to provide for themselves and their family.  
 
In the forming of personal relationships they face a completely different dimension and 
barriers then what people will experience normally. How does one go about romantic 
relationships? How do they identify gender-wise? What happens to male-to-female transited 
individual feelings of masculinity?  
 
Are they forced to completely relinquish their original sense of gender identity simply 
because their body no longer reflects what they feel inside? What about their sense of 
sexuality, do they feel forced to suppress their original orientation?  
 
There have been written and researched a lot on ladyboys in the sense of statistics and their 
lives however, there is not enough theoretical research about ladyboys in regards of how they 
feel about their sexuality, gender identity and their role in everyday practices. In this project 
however, we are not interested in the inner struggle ladyboys undergo if they want the 
reassignment surgery because they feel that they are a different person inside. This therefore 
will not be found in this project. 
 
Western thoughts look upon ladyboys as a sort of fetish or niche market that takes place in 
Thailand without much thought of the reasons to why this phenomenon occurs, or the 
internal conflicts the persons involved might experience with their everyday life.  
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Our research can aid organisations and other curious minds in gaining insights into looking at 
this phenomenon from a more theoretical/analytical point of view. 
 
 
Problem formulation 
 
How does the sex-tourism affect the transsexual male identity concerning the 
phenomena ladyboys in Thailand?  
 
Working questions  
 
 
 How does the sex tourism affect the Thai perception of ladyboys? 
 
 In what way is the Thai culture affected by sex tourism? 
 
 What kind of conflicts do ladyboys experience during their daily social life both 
professionally and privately?  
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Methodology  
 
Research strategy:  
 
With our problem formulation ‘How does the sex-tourism affect the transsexual male identity 
concerning the phenomena ladyboys in Thailand?’ we are looking at the cause and effect 
relation between the phenomena ladyboys and sex tourism. We choose to unfold the problem 
formulation through well established theories of Erving Goffman and Michel Foucault and 
Foucaultian inspired theories by Elizabeth Grosz and Nikolas Rose. By using these theories to 
analyse our research and findings we are naturally taking a deductive approach to the project. 
 
Research / data collection: 
 
In our project we have only been able to gather secondary research due to severe limitations 
which will be shed light upon in the limitations paragraph; however we have found other 
investigators and researchers, whom through fieldwork, have been working on the topic of 
sex tourism and ladyboys in Thailand. This research includes field work and observations of 
ladyboys in Thailand. This means that this project is based on researching material gathered 
through books, online sources, statistics and field reports.  
 
Through the study of Marie Bang Nielsen, which is further presented in the contextual 
chapter, there has been established contact with Thai prostitutes as well as the visiting 
Western men. However, in our situation we need to have a critical and selective approach to 
this study, as the study deals with female Thai prostitutes. The anthropologists Erik Cohen 
and Chris Ryan have worked on sex tourism, specifically in Thailand, which will be used in the 
analytical part too. Furthermore, we have also made use of Henrik List who published 
observations and interviews of lady boys in Bangkok.  
 
Since we have a deductive approach for our project, one could naturally assume that the way 
of researching and analyzing would be that of quantitative, however that is not the case.  
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Due to the delicacy of ladyboys as a subject and the nature of our problem formulation and 
research questions, we cannot rely on measurements for our analysis. Instead we are relying 
on interpretations of material such as field work and observations which is qualitative 
research and analytical.  
 
Epistemological stance 
 
Our epistemological stance in this project is interpretivism at its base but primarily 
considered to be post-structuralism with a Foucaultian approach. The term is build upon the 
hermeneutic-phenomenological tradition and symbolic interactionism. It is vital in the 
strategy and use of interpretivism that one respects the differences between objects of the 
natural sciences and people. One must therefore take hold of the subjective meaning of social 
action.  
 
Broadly explained post-structuralism must be seen as an extension of and overcoming 
structuralism, which basically argued that human culture may be understood as a series of 
symbols. In other words, understood by means of a structure that is distinct from both the 
organization of imagination, ideas and of reality. Because the revision of structuralism differs 
with each post-structuralist author, we will use a Foucaultian approach.  
 
Michel Foucault is best known for his critical studies of social institutions, such as in the 
department of medicine, psychiatry, human sciences and the prison system, but he is also well 
known for his work on the history of human sexuality which is why the Foucaultian approach 
is relevant for us to use in our project.   
 
Ontology: 
 
Regarding our choice of ontology, our subject matter is key in deducing which ontology is best 
suited for our project. Our choice of ontology will be constructionism.   
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‘The ‘philosophy’ considers reality to be created by man, shaped and built up from the social 
perceptions and actions of social actors, which harmonizes with the theoretically point of 
views we will be using.  
 
We will be looking at the reality of the ladyboys as something shaped by man, something 
created by people’s ideas. The problems they face will be heavily influenced by other people’s  
ideas and notions of what is right/wrong, proper/improper etc.  
 
Values: 
 
We are aware that we are a group of different people with different cultures and backgrounds, 
which also means that we have a different view and relationship to sex and sexuality. This can 
affect our overall interpretation and understanding of the collected data.  
 
Case Study: 
 
Our case is a case because we are examining a specific group of people who challenge the 
normality in how we perceive sex, gender and sexuality. The anatomy of our research 
problem is an anomaly.  
 
Limitations: 
 
We are facing several limitations in our research strategies and methods. The most severe one 
is that we were unable to take a field trip to Thailand to collect empirical material, because of 
individual financial issues.  
 
When this was out of the question we tried to collect first hand empirical material from our 
location in Denmark, however it seemed impossible, as we had problems getting in touch with 
people in Thailand dealing with this phenomenon.  
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Another option was to get an interview with an immigrant ladyboy from Thailand, which we 
tried through different Danish escort companies. However this was not possible and even if 
we had been able to find one, the validity of the interview could come into question as we are 
investigating ladyboys in Thailand, not ladyboys in Denmark that emigrated from Thailand. 
We also tried to contact various Thai unions in Denmark such as Dansk-Thai Forening here in 
Denmark.  
 
When we presented our subject they were closed off even though we emphasized that it was 
purely academic and grant anonymity. The last option we had in collecting empirical material 
was to contact a plastic surgeon, however the information we gained was more general 
knowledge concerning sex reassignment surgery and therefore not useful for us.  
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Theoretical chapter   
 
 
In this chapter we intend to introduce the various concepts that make up our theoretical 
framework that will help us analyse our working questions. We are mainly cherry picking 
concepts from various authors that are inspired by Michel Foucault, with the exception of 
Erving Goffman. 
 
We are splitting up our analysis into various categories and below these categories a mixture 
of concepts will follow, either as companionable concepts or intertwined.  
 
A heavy part of our analysis will focus on the social interaction of the ladyboys, and from there 
we have taken a multitude of concepts from Erving Goffman’s Stigma theory. These concepts 
will be mixed together with Nikolas Rose’s concepts of the genealogy of subjectification. The 
reasoning behind these selections are in order to provide a complex and potentially very 
prolific analytical tools, in order to properly analyse a very complex and multifaceted 
problem.  
 
Another part of our analysis will focus on the body and the self where we will bring in 
Elizabeth Grosz perceptions and notions on sex, gender and sexuality. Furthermore we will be 
using the theory of the Interaction Order as viewed by Richard Jenkins. 
 
Stigma  
An individual that possesses a stigma is considered a person who is somehow different from 
the norm. A stigmatized person will hold an attribute that is severely discrediting. This will 
often consequently have the meaning that in the eyes of others, that the individual is 
somehow 'less' of a person and/or not 'normal'. (Goffman 1968: 11-13) 
This trait will colour the social interaction of the individual and can obtrude itself in the social 
interaction of the stigmatized person causing others to overlook other attributes the person 
possesses.  
International Social Science Basic Studies 
2nd Semester, 2011 – Project Examination 
 
 
12 
 
 
The stigmatized individual is somehow different from the expectations of his peers, and is 
therefore treated differently. These peers and others that somehow do not deviate from the 
common expectations of how people should be, is what Goffman defines as the normals. 
(Goffman 1968: 14-15) 
The Three Categories of Stigma 
Goffman breaks down stigma into the 3 following types of stigma; 
Abominations of the body – which features individuals whose physical appearance or 
capabilities, differs from what is considered the norm e.g. a blind person. 
Blemishes of individual character – this stigma deals with the behaviour or more internal 
aspect of individuals and their identity. Blemishes are judged as off-putting characteristics 
and/or mannerism that a person possesses in the eyes of ‘normals’. E.g. dishonesty, 
dominating personality, people that have been in prison, are unemployed, homosexuals, are 
or have been addicts etc. 
The tribal stigma – which includes race, nation and religion. Encompass groups of people. 
Examples can be different ethnicity groups, countries, Jewish people etc. (Goffman, 1968: 14) 
 
Virtual Social Identity vs. Actual Social Identity 
The virtual social identity is the identity pushed upon a stigmatized individual. This identity is 
influenced heavily by the stigma perceived by the normals that the person has, and entails 
expectations of certain behavioural characteristics due to the stigma. This identity does not 
reflect the identity the stigmatized himself considers himself to have, but is in essence the 
identity others consider him to have.  
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The actual social identity represents the identity the stigmatized in reality have, but will often 
be overlooked or discredited by normals, in particularly when it clashes or contradicts the 
expectations and notions of the normals and the virtual social identity they have constructed 
for the stigmatized person. (Goffman 1968: 11-13) 
Biographical Others/Social and Personal Identity 
Social Identity is how a person in social interaction presents himself. It is the impression 
management that takes place when one person interacts with others – this will be explained 
further down.   
When interaction takes place with a stigmatized individual, the way others handle his or hers 
stigma is dependable on the relationship they have to the stigmatized. According to Goffman it 
is a process, and a part of this process is a concept Goffman calls Personal Identity.  
Personal Identity is in general how people have put upon certain indentifying positive marks 
or identity pegs (i.e. ones name, looks, birthday etc) on another person, which enables the 
person to stand out in their minds and make them memorable. Personal identity then 
consequently is related to the notion that an individual can be differentiated from others. That 
happens through a complex process of processing an individual’s identity pegs and marks 
woven together with social facts and history known about the person. So when a person 
interacts with another person, a mix of processing the other person’s social and personal 
identity will automatically and subconsciously take place. (Goffman 1968: 74) 
Personal identity also serves to divide up the world of the individual of others into two 
categories. The division is between people that know the individual and people who do not 
know the individual. Those who are the so called knowing, have established personal 
identification of the individual - meaning they have assigned to him certain characteristics, 
and while they may be shared by many, there will be history attached to them in order to 
make the individual unique/different in people’s minds. (Goffman 1968: 85)  
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The unknowing consists of people whom the individual has not yet established any personal 
biography with and are therefore strangers to the individual.  
This plays into the management of the stigmatized social and personal identity. How he 
manages these in relations to his stigma depends very much on how much others know of 
him. (Goffman 1968: 85) 
Mixed Interaction 
This is defined as when a stigmatized person is in a social setting with normals. Goffman 
differentiates between what he considers two stigma types when it comes to the 
socialization/mixed interaction of the stigmatized individual.  
If the stigmatized person feels his stigma is known to his peers, he will be suffering from the 
plight of the discredited. (Goffman 1968: 14) 
This will impede how he interacts with normals, as he is constantly aware of the other people 
know his stigma. This can manifest itself in that the stigmatized individual will feel more 
insecure and act withdrawn, in order to minimize any scrutiny he might receive because of 
what he believes to be his very visible stigma.  
An individual social interaction can also be influenced by what is called the stigma of the 
discreditable. This represents scenarios where the stigmatized feel his stigma is not known by 
his peers, but he is still highly aware of it.  
The individual might try to pass as normal and continue hiding his stigma, or could try to 
avoid any enquiry about his person in order to keep his stigma hidden. He might attempt to 
control information he gives in order to keep his stigma hidden. (Goffman 1968: 14) 
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Passing 
Individuals that bear a stigma, but find themselves in the situation of being discreditable. They 
can decide if they wish to inform people about their stigma or they can chose to keep it a 
secret. They find themselves in a scenario where they are balancing around giving complete 
disclosure or keeping their stigma undisclosed.  
They are able to pass as normals, and will most likely attempt to. This is because of all the 
positive items/rewards that come with being considered a normal. For a stigmatized person 
that manages to pass as a normal, there is the possibility of a discrediting of his character. 
This may arise from how people might observe conflicts with the (virtual) social identity he 
presents and what they see. People that have a personal biography of him might also discover 
inconsistencies, which can lead to discrediting. Passing also relates to how a stigmatized 
individual may upon moving to a different city, will attempt to put forward a different social 
and personal identity to his peers, as his new surroundings enables him to build up a new 
image of himself. (Goffman 1968: 92-113) 
Ambivalence  
A stigmatized person will possess the same identity norms as the normals, but when the 
person cannot live up to these norms, a sense of ambivalence will manifest. The level of how 
much a stigmatized person identifies with his own stigmatized group will vary, and often he 
will seek to distance himself from his fellow suffers or look down upon them. This goes in 
particularly over for other stigma groups, or people with the same stigma as his but much 
more visible. If they act out stereotypical traits of their stigma, he will feel shame over them, 
and then shame over his own shame. The degree of this depends also on how much 
interaction he has with normals. (Goffman 1968: 130-132) 
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In- and Out Group Alignment 
The social circles or groups a stigmatized individual moves in, is split into two different 
categories. In-group alignment refers to a stigmatized person being a part of a stigmatized 
group that tends to suffer from the exact same stigma as him.  
This group of fellow suffers is considered his real group, and other social groups he might 
travel in are thought as not real as they aren’t like him – they do not share his plight nor truly 
understands it as his own group does. If the stigmatized is a part of this group he is 
considered to be authentic and loyal towards his own kind, but if he turns away from his 
group, he will be discredited by his fellow stigmatized acquaintances and labelled weak and a 
fool for his supposed disloyalty. (Goffman 1968: 137-139) 
Within his own group the stigmatized can be informed from spokesperson of his ‘own kind’ 
about how one perhaps should act, a so called code of conduct pressed upon him by his own 
peers about how people with his stigma should act. Contained by this is also the more 
confrontational stigma carrier who will in mixed social interaction seek to flaunt his 
‘otherness’ or even overemphasis it. (Goffman 1968: 137-139) 
Out-group alignment represents how wider society and the normals views the stigmatized and 
how the stigmatized interaction with society as a whole. Within here the stigmatized is faced 
with several expectations of how he should act and how he should be considerate of others 
view of his person – in particularly his stigma.  
Where with the in-group alignment the stigmatized was suppose to find solidarity amongst 
his fellow suffers and be aware of and accepting of his stigma, the stances offered in out-group 
alignment are different. (Goffman 1968: 139-149) 
Here the stigmatized can be advised to not consider himself less despite any stigma he suffers 
from. He is after all a human being, and to consider himself any less will be seen as the person 
being defensive and negative.  
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The stigmatized condition is considered to be nothing special in itself, and nothing to feel 
shame of. The stigmatized should seek towards fulfilling society’s norms to the best of his 
abilities but should never cross the line into normification. The stigmatized is not the only 
person with problems, normals do to so he should not bemoan about his stigma either. He 
should also keep in mind that normals really mean no harm; they just do not know any better. 
Therefore the view presented is that the stigmatized should serve as the educator to the 
normals. (Goffman 1968: 139-149) 
Normification/Nominalization  
When the stigmatized try to be like the normals and wish to be integrated amongst them. This 
can include downplaying and/or hiding his stigma as much as possible. Can also entail trying 
to overcome his disability in order to be capable of doing physical activities that the normals 
freely indulge in. This is known as normification.  
Nominalization is a different category all together. A stigma may spread from the stigmatized 
to his nearest kind. E.g. the daughter of a convict can feel judgement from her peers because of 
her convict parent. A person possessing such a ‘proximity’/courtesy stigma can serve as an 
example of how far a normal can treat a stigmatized person as a normal themselves (Goffman 
1968: 43-44) 
 
Deviation and Deviance 
 
A deviation refers to an individual who are a part of a group that share some values and follow 
a set of social norms in relation to conduct, but he does not adhere to those norms. It is a very 
general classification, but is important to know of as even with stigmatized groups, there can 
be an in-group deviant. (Goffman 1968: 167-174) 
 
Deviance refers to behaviour which is considered socially strange and thought of as 
unacceptable by normals.  
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Primary deviance is about the original deviance an individual has, where as secondary 
deviance refers to the abnormal behaviour which is a consequence from the social reaction of 
the individual’s surroundings to his primary deviance. 
(http://www.ucel.ac.uk/medsoc/stg/stg.pdf)  
The Interaction Order 
According to Goffman, there exists an Interaction Order in the realm of face to face interaction 
between persons. This interaction order has its own rules and resources, and can be 
considered to be part of all the social interaction that takes place in a human’s day to day life. 
(Jenkins, PDF, 2008) It should be noted that while Goffman recognizes social interaction over 
phones and other electronics, his focus is on the social interaction in the flesh.  
It is in these face to face dealings, that you find the interaction order, which consists of its own 
limitations and facilitations. The necessity for this is consequently due to how the human 
world is setup, e.g. for relative strangers to be able to work together, there must be safe and 
conventional routines in regards of interaction. (Jenkins, PDF, 2008:6) 
Therefore there can be different interaction orders depending on time, place and culture. But 
there are still 4 fundamental aspects to it. 
Within communicating with another person, there will be a process where you take stock of 
the other individual. You note outward appearance – clothes, ethnicity, gender etc. – which 
gives an idea of what resources the individual possesses. Besides that there is the verbal and 
non-verbal communication which furthermore provides information about the other 
individual opinions, available resources, intentions etc. In other words, face to face dealings 
are rich with information regarding the other individual. How these communications are 
performed is shaped and assisted by shared interactional standards that reflect the local 
interaction order in place.  
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As it is possible to extract a lot of information about another person in face to face dealings, it 
is often that individuals will try to perform information control in order to check and manage 
the info the other individual gains from them. Within this aspect of face to face dealings, there 
are 3 ways in which the individual can do this; disclosure, blocking/withholding, and 
deception/misdirection. 
These things make up the first characteristic of interaction order – communication, 
information and information management.  
The second characteristic is that the interaction order is territorial, it takes up space as a 
consequence that face to face interaction deals with the psychical presence of individuals.  
The third attribute of the interaction order, is how the interaction order is something that is 
established within the domain of face to face meetings as a constant of sorts. The interaction 
order does not have to re-make nor re-negotiate how it works upon every meeting.  In human 
interactions there is a certain stability, a way things are, when meeting other people – an 
order of sorts. It is a ‘how things are’, a sort of established pattern that does not have to be re-
negotiated/invented in every face to face encounter. 
Lastly, the fourth aspect assigned to the interaction order, is that it must be understood that it 
is a part of a widespread network. In face to face dealings there may be an ‘audience’ which 
influence the interaction.  
“Encounters between individuals also involve potential, rather than actually active, 
participants; these are other people who are co-present but at a distance (physically and/or 
socially), who constitute a contemporary audience beyond the immediate interpersonal and 
territorial contingencies of the face-to-face negotiations taking place between actors at the 
time” (Jenkins, PDF, 2008:7) 
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The History of Sexuality  
 
Foucault saw knowledge and power as closely related measurements – What one perceives as 
truth is always associated with power systems (Jørgensen 1994). Any society based on what 
Foucault calls a truth regime - established methods to identify and define the truth, and the 
criteria for distinguishing between good and evil. And in modern society, psychologists are 
among the most important authorities for the construction of the truth about man (Jørgensen 
1994).  
 
Foucault however did not believe that this truth regime emancipated the individual, but 
rather helped to control and discipline it. Therefore, one of Foucault's key methods was his 
genealogical analysis that uncovers the established institutions, historical development, and 
undermines the historical rise ring of established truths, including the historical development 
of our understanding of human sexuality.  
 
In the first of the three volumes of The History of Sexuality, Foucault deals with phenomena 
such as child sexuality, female hysteria and perversion discovered or constituted from the late 
18th century, and physicians' concern of masturbation’s harmful consequences replaced with 
moral law, or rather, morality adapting to the norm, so it was no longer called true/false, but 
normal/abnormal (Hertoft: 2008). 
 
Now the "perverts", those who have turned away, are turned into the subject of medical and 
psychiatric care in the name of normality. And while the life of privacy occurs, it is constituted 
as suspicious and questionable. You could say that the intimate sphere is being "colonized". 
 
Foucault believes that the modern man no longer seeks his identity in relationship to God or 
the eternal truth, but in the “depths” of sexuality. In the conclusion of the 1st volume Foucault 
suggests that maybe later cultures would smilingly wonder and look upon our preoccupation 
with sex, our attempts to decipher it and find the truth about us right there. 
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Foucault tried to explain the interest in sexuality based on the theories of knowledge which he 
had developed in his earlier works, but in the eight years that elapsed between the first and 
second volume in The History of Sexuality, he was preoccupied with another problem, namely 
the question about "how people constitute themselves as subject"? 
And how it came about that man's main interest being the self? (Hertoft: 2008) 
 
In Volume 2 of the History of Sexuality Foucault examines history of sexuality in ancient 
Athens, which is, in the fifth and fourth century BC. Here we see the sexual side of Foucault as 
an indulgence parallel with food and beverages, and he continues: “With these pleasures free 
man must show moderation, partly because the citizen or the master of the house could not be 
emulated, if he cannot control himself “(Hertoft: 2008). But the free man could amuse himself 
with his slaves. It did not play any role nor mattered whether the slaves were women or men, 
and in several texts from that time that mention excessive sexual indulgence, it does not 
specify whether it was about girls or boys. 
 
The problem arises in connection with the older man’s relation to the free boys. In sexuality, as 
everywhere else, the Greeks saw activity as something positive and passivity as something 
negative, this also applies to the receptive role in a relationship between two men. It is not 
homosexuality but the passivity that is offensive. (Hertoft: 2008) 
 
Neither sexuality nor homosexuality in itself is perceived as an expression of evil, as the early 
church fathers saw it. In general, the Greeks had few rules and prohibitions.  
The medical literature at that time was therefore full of advice about when you can indulge in 
sense gratification: better in the winter than the summer, better in a mature age than when 
you are too old or too young etc. (Hertoft: 2008).  
 
The third volume of The History of Sexuality takes place in Rome from about 200 years BC to 
the victory of Christianity. There are no significant changes as such, the main points of view 
continues to be “medical, not moral, but with a stronger emphasis on the dangers of 
exaggeration” (3rd volume of Foucault).  
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Because of the social changes the love for the free boys slowly declined and loses its topicality, 
however, this was due to how well guarded they were. However, there is a form of innovation 
through the invention of mutual love in marriage which is not only linked to the aspect of 
common economy and the continuing of the race, but becomes a relationship where you can 
search for spiritual fulfilment. More and more people are allowed to marry, and contemporary 
novels – the first in our culture – forms the familiar machinations of two young people going  
through thousands of dangers before they, with chastity intact, can be reconciled (Hertoft: 
2008). 
 
Foucault’s last two volumes is an intriguing piece of cultural history, but he still holds on to its 
main perspectives, namely the illumination of the changes happening in our culture and that 
we have so difficult to adjust to another time’s problems. 
 
Power’s role, which generally has a big role in Foucault’s works seem to have played a minor 
role in his books about history of sexuality.  
 
It seems that Foucault is jumping of the train of the sexual liberation struggle, which he 
already does in the first volume of three in the history of sexuality. His reason was that those 
who would liberate sexuality, listen to and interpret desire, still misinterpreted sexuality as 
existentially crucial. However Foucault delivers a quest back to antiquity, a contrast that 
makes us able to imagine that things might be different. Instead of taking us into the “deep” of 
sexuality, he makes us imagine life as a work of art involving the body and joys, but he leaves 
the reader to use the books as it pleases them (Hertoft: 2008) 
 
But what can we use these books for? One cannot repeat the Romans or Greeks’ past, but it 
may give pause for thought, inspire a less rigid approach to the body and the lusts that life is 
not necessarily disintegrate or become impossible to live. On the one side the obvious and 
robust control of desire through the use, religious, politically or morally justified prohibitions 
are giving up.  
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On the other hand, the more invisible and indirect but no less effective control through the 
modern sexuality and self-installation is abandoned. The last mentioned has undoubtedly a 
very important meaning for Foucault. In the 1970s the Western societies had an explosive 
growth in the hunt for sexual pleasures in a degree, so they could appear as life’s only content 
and meaning. 
A current task for the critical intellectuals in the early 1980s was not simply to criticize the 
“sexuality”-focus of sexual desires, but also to discuss the possibility to incorporate such a life 
form of oath which was ethically and aesthetically satisfactory (Bech 1990:17 ). 
 
In addition, it is important that one is not confused by the last two volumes, because of the 
fact that Foucault dealt with selected parts of the Greek and Roman upper class and among 
men, and speaks about sexual desires and actions. When Foucault speaks of anything sexual in 
antiquity, he thinks roughly about pleasure feelings and actions which have to do with the 
genitals. And what he investigates is the antiquity’s different groups and experiences, and not 
an eternal identical psycho-biological substrate (Bech 1990). 
 
The Greek ideal was self-government, without passion taking the power away from one, 
whereas the Roman ideal was self-mastery, and therefore the ability to distance themselves 
from both the outer world as the body’s vicissitudes and uproar.  
 
Both of these kinds of ideals implies some kind of sexual restriction and pleasure fulfilments 
extent and nature, and here Foucault speaks about the art of life or existence of aesthetics, as 
an ideal of a beautiful life after the performances of the antiquity. 
 
Foucault was intrigued by what had shaped the man to what it is today and what the future 
would unfold. Precisely this led him through an examination of how history has been, the 
distinction between madness and normality, immorality and morality. His books are therefore 
also about those who are excluded from society, whether they are mentally ill, women, 
prisoners, or homosexuals (Hertoft: 2008).  
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Foucault believes that a society should know what they do not want to recognize. So that leads 
us to what kind of morals we will not want to recognize? 
 
Foucault means that power should be seen as a relation, not as something which is a particular 
place or held by a certain group of people. Foucault examined on the other hand, knowledge as 
something that was always made possible by certain conditions, and the art was made to 
identify those conditions (Francoeur 1995). 
 
The concept of genealogy originated from Nietzsche and then later on further developed by 
Michel Foucault in his essay Nietzsche, Genealogy, History. Nicolas Rose then heavily inspired 
by Foucault addressed this concept in his essay “How should one do the history of the self?”, in 
the book Inventing ourselves.  
 
Dimensions of our relation to ourselves 
 
Genealogy of subjectification is ‘…in which persons are understood and acted upon in relation 
to their criminality, their health and sickness, their family relations, their productivity, their 
military role, and so forth.’ (Rose, 1998) or if you follow Foucault you could term it as ‘our 
relations to ourselves’. Nicolas Rose sees this term as a ‘being relation to itself’ (Rose, 1998) 
and the technical form through objects this being has assumed. The concept of this genealogy 
is not to focus on ‘the history of the person’ but to focus the genealogy in the way beings have 
come to relate to themselves as selves. 
 
Rose continues with ‘our relations to ourselves’ has taken form because it has been an object 
of a whole variety of more or less rationalized schemes, which is shaping the way we 
understand and act as human beings because of the role of certain objectives such as: 
‘manliness, femininity, honor, modesty, propriety, civility, discipline, distinction, efficiency, 
harmony, fulfillment, virtue, pleasure - the list is as diverse and heterogeneous as it is 
interminable’ (Rose, 1998).  
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The reason he puts emphasis on this point is because he wants to separate his approach from 
other analysis which views changing forms of subjectivity or identity in relation to a wider 
social and cultural transformation. 
 
Intellectual techniques such as visualization, vocabularies, norms and systems of judgment 
are not readymade but are created in different practices – Schools, families, streets, 
workplaces and courtrooms where they are stabilized and refined. If the term 
“subjectification” is used to select all those different processes and practices in how human 
beings relate to themselves and others as subjects of a certain type, then it has its own history 
(Rose, 1998). Genealogy of subjectification does not focus on the history of the self but instead 
the many ‘personhood’ that has taken shape and within how norms, techniques and relations 
of authorities and how it affects the conduct of a person. 
 
Problematizations 
 
Rose questions which problems can arise in certain aspects of humans and also where, how 
and by whom are these aspect are rendered as problems. Rose argues that the normal is not 
something which is defined in a field of reflection, however ‘the very notion of normality has 
emerged out of a concern with types of conduct, thought, expression deemed troublesome or 
dangerous’ (Rose, 1998). In other words, the notion of normality is created as an opposite to 
what is considered troublesome or dangerous conduct, thought, and expression in everyday 
practices.  
 
Technologies 
 
When speaking of the notion of technology in genealogy of subjectification Rose is dealing 
with the means which have been invented to shape conduct in a certain desired direction. 
This is not to be viewed upon as something bad or inappropriate because ‘Technology, here, 
refers to any assembly structured by a practical rationality governed by a more or less conscious 
goal.’ (Rose, 1998)  
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Therefore technologies are referred to the very experience of ourselves as certain sorts of 
persons. The school, the prison, the asylum can be viewed upon as technologies which were 
termed by Foucault as disciplinary because they structure time, space and relations among 
individuals. 
 
Another example of human technologies is the pastoral1relation in certain practices. This is 
seen as the relation between a figure of authority or spiritual guidance and each member of 
his or her flock, such as between a priest and parishioner; therapist and patient, social worker 
and client etc (Rose, 1998).  
Rose emphasis the analysis in human technologies must not begin from the view that the 
technologizing of human conduct is malign, but that it shapes humans into certain kinds of 
beings. 
 
Authorities 
 
Rose questions who authorities are authorized by and how they themselves are governed by 
legal codes, by the market, by the protocols of bureaucracy, by professional ethics and of the 
relation between the authority and those who are subject to them (pastoral). (Rose, 1998) 
 
Teleologies2 
 
This section is about what goals or purposes the different practices have and what form of life 
it shapes for the persons. ‘the professional persona exercising a vocation with wisdom and 
dispassion; the manly warrior pursuing a life of honor through a calculated risking of the body; 
the responsible father living a life of prudence and moderation; the laborer accepting his or her 
lot with a docility grounded in a belief in the inviolability of authority or a reward in a life to 
come; the good wife fulfilling her domestic duties with quiet efficiency and selfeffacement; the 
entrepreneurial individual striving after secular improvements in 'quality of life'; the passionate  
                                                 
1
 Pastoral, the lifestyle of shepherds 
2
 End goal, root or purpose 
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lover skilled in the arts of pleasure’ (Rose, 1998) Rose emphasize the many different and 
specific teleologies and therefore find it peculiar of those trying to install a single model of  
individual ethics across many different sites and practices.  
 
Strategies 
 
In the previous sections with authorities and teleogies Rose covered the relations between 
authorities and those who are subject to them and who are the authority of authority. Mixing 
that with the specific teleologies and then looking from a larger perspective which strategies 
authorities uses in ‘regulating the capacities of persons linked into wider moral, social, or 
political objectives concerning the undesirable and desirables features of populations, work 
force, family, society?’(Rose, 1998) In other words, even though the government or the 
authorities proclaim to be ‘liberal’ in the way they think they still face the issue in regulating 
the conduct of individual so that the general strategy is about how much freedom a person 
can have and how the person uses that freedom properly. 
 
The government of others and the government of oneself  
 
By the government Rose is talking about a perspective where one might act upon the actions 
of other people in relations to objectives of national prosperity, harmony, virtue, productivity, 
social order; discipline, emancipation, self-realization, and so forth (Rose, 1998). This 
perspective also leads us towards the strategies of conduct of conduct which is trying to shape 
what Foucault calls ‘technologies of the self’. Technologies of the self are the conduct of one’s 
relation with oneself. Phrases like “know yourself”, “master yourself” or “taking care of 
yourself” which are rooted in technical practices, and issues from these thoughts arise. First 
issue is ethics itself which Foucault split it up into two; Moral systems and ethics. The 
difference is that moral systems are a relatively formalized code such as the 10  
commandments, where as ethics are about how one should concern oneself with oneself. 
(Rose, 1998) 
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Rose has further developed on or moved away from how Foucault thinks about these issues.  
Rose mentions 2 axes. The first one is about ‘intellectual technologies’ which are 
transformation in mentality such as reading, writing, numeracy and memory.  
However it is the second axis which is more relevant for our project. The second axis is ‘body 
techniques’ which is the cultural shaping of bodies (Rose, 1998) and how they differ from 
culture to culture. This is not the focus point of genealogy of subjectification though. It is 
‘…with the ways in which different corporeal regimes have been devised and implanted in 
rationalized attempts to produce a particular relation to the self and to others.’ (Rose, 1998). 
Gender theorists are looking upon how sexual identity being linked historically with certain 
techniques of body such as holding oneself, walking, running, holding the head, and 
positioning the limbs. These seek to subjectify in term of a certain truth of gender and are 
regimes of the body.  
 
Building further on the government of other and the government of the self, Rose mentions 
that there are many different modes of relations one can have to oneself. There are many 
different configurations in each mode establishing a relation to oneself through the ‘mastery 
of the self’ which is restriction of the will or the mind and restrictions of the desire of the 
body. The very form of relation can also vary in the form of knowledge which is the ‘know 
oneself’ which can, according to Foucault, be traced back to Christianity with the ‘confessions’. 
Rose also states that in genealogy of subjectification needs to think of human beings as kind of 
machination, a hybrid of flesh, artifact, knowledge, passions and technique.  
 
Sex, Gender and Sexuality 
 
The current domination view of sex is something produced out of a socio-discursive regime of 
sexuality which attempts to use the notion of normality based upon biology as their basis. 
When talking about sex, it needs to be understood as not something biological, natural and 
created through nature. There is no biological basis for it to work as the grounding foundation 
upon which the superstructures of gender and sexuality can be placed upon. (Grosz 1994: 
138) 
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Sex is typically viewed as something that includes impulses, desires, wishes, bodies, pleasures, 
behaviours and practices. These notions belong under the category of sexuality in our case, 
where as sex will be referring to the realm of sexual difference. (Grosz 1994: 139-140) 
 
It must be understood that current views on what sex, sexuality and is gender, is something 
that has been created through society and been influenced heavily by Christian values. It has 
put upon a focus on what the body should do versus what it actually can do.  
 
Consequently when talking about gender it is typically considered an extension of the current 
societal views, that builds upon the idea of what a body can do and the morphologies of 
bodies. (Grosz 1994: 139) 
 
This denotes that the views of what is normal, proper and right regarding sex, sexuality and 
gender is all cultural, which are founded on misconceptions of how bodies perform and how 
they should perform. The restrictions placed upon these matters originate from the 
cotemporary and past moral codes of conduct thus creating the ideas of sex, sexuality and 
gender that is constructed from cultural and society norms. 
 
There is a conflict when looking at the three concepts as there is volatility in the core of it all, 
which is the fact that when looking at what a body can do, the potential actions it can perform 
can stand at odds with what is considered normal. (Grosz 1994: 140) 
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Contextual chapter 
 
Gender 
  
Gender, or the way members of the two sexes, female and male are perceived, is generally 
agreed, evaluated, and expected to behave, is seen as a cultural construct.  
One can therefore say that gender varies widely from one culture to another. The two sexes 
are the natural basis for two gender categories as a fact of a social organization, each defining  
itself in terms of the other as a contrast set, although the degree to which these categories are 
differentiated is itself culturally variable (Reeves Sandy and Gallagher Goodenough, 1990).  
 
When looking upon every society, the dilemma of the dual-sexed species has to come to terms 
with finding the common ground of humanity through complementarities of parts. It is not 
surprising that cross-sexed dyads occur frequently in myths and rituals.  
 
Alternatively, the sexes are combined into an androgynous being, which contains the powers 
of both female and male. The consideration of the context within the expressed ideology can 
be important when coming to the elimination of the confusion between general and specific 
meanings of gender. General meanings ascribed to women and men as females and males 
must somehow fit with other meanings ascribed to features of the natural, social, and 
supernatural domains constructed by a culture. Male and female as symbolic categories do 
not stand alone or outside the totality of symbolic categories that makes up a culture’s 
symbolic system. They must be coordinated with other categories within the culture (Reeves 
Sandy and Gallagher Goodenough, 1990). 
 
There is no need to assume that there is a perfect concordance between gender as 
symbolically represented and the behaviours or social roles of that gender in daily life. 
Symbolic representation is a creative process rather than a banal process; only certain aspects 
of observed characteristics are likely to be selected, and even these are played with. The 
context of general ideology of gender is the total ideology of the culture. (Reeves Sandy and 
Gallagher Goodenough, 1990) 
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In contrast, the context of specific ideologies of gender, are situations in which relations 
between the sexes occur. In other words the meaning that is ascribed to gender has more to 
do with the social reality than with the way these meanings fit with meanings of other 
symbolic categories as seen in the general meaning (Reeves Sandy and Gallagher Goodenough, 
1990). The interpretation of a particular representation of gender must rest on whether it is 
gender per se that is being represented, in the general sense, or whether some particular 
aspect of gender relations is on display, in the specific sense.  
Looking at transsexuality, a paradox occurs, which lies in the complex scheme of social 
relations in a two-sexed social universe. The encyclopaedia of Psychology describes 
transgender, or transsexualism, as a rare condition in which the individual defines him or 
herself as male or female in opposition to their physical gender, or feels strongly that he or 
she wants to live as a member of the other gender. By some estimates, no more than 1 person 
in 350,000 believes he or she was born the wrong gender. 
As progress through childhood, their inability to relate to their own gender identity increases. 
Some seek the advice of a physician, and by the time they reach early adulthood, begin to take 
medical action to alter their gender. Since more males than females are diagnosed as 
transsexuals, it is more common for males to receive hormone treatment to develop 
secondary sex characteristics, such as breasts. In some cases, a surgical procedure is 
performed to alter the male sex organs to physically complete the transformation from one 
gender to the other. 
At the Netherlands Institute for Brain Research in Amsterdam, scientists studied six male-to-
female transsexuals and found evidence that a section of the hypothalamus that controls 
sexual function appeared to be more like the type found in women than that found in men. 
Because human embryos destined to become males differentiate early in the development 
process, the Netherlands study raises the question of whether the developing embryo could 
receive mixed hormonal signals to portions of the brain and the developing genitalia.  
Thus, as of the late 1990s, research seems to indicate that there may be physical reasons for 
transsexualism. (Gale Encyclopedia of Psychology, 2nd ed. Gale Group, 2001.) 
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By undertaking a procedure as the sex reassignment surgery, which is what the Lady boys in 
Thailand are going through, one would automatically think that the definition as seen in the 
encyclopaedia of psychology would explain their situation, but that is far from the fact. The 
root for the alteration of their body does not lie in the biological mechanisms per se. There are 
other reasons in play when looking at the case of ladyboys; other aspects are effecting their 
decision in taking these extreme measures into consideration and further more as being a 
part of their reality.  
Gender bending, gender queers, and transgenderism show society how uncomfortable it is 
trying to understanding gender and sexuality. Can sexologists refrain from placing value 
judgements upon those with gender dysphoria and instead refine the way we understand the 
psychology of gender, atypical gender development, and gender role socialization?  
 
Hetero on the street and gay in the bedroom.  
 
In Thailand the ladyboys are more tolerated because of Buddhism than in many other places 
in the world. In Buddhism the value of tolerance is very high. Even though they have this 
tolerance, the ladyboys do not feel as accepted as the other members of society. Especially in 
the work scene it is hard for the ladyboys to be treated the same as other members of society. 
Therefore a lot of the ladyboys end up in prostitution and the touristic sector (Suite101, 
online). The ladyboys are often badly informed about HIV and other sexually transmitted 
diseases which lead to high numbers of HIV infected. 
 
However the fact that the ladyboys do not feel as accepted as the other members of society is 
not strange, which is due to the way they are treated. The view on ladyboys in Thailand is 
different in different areas. In the bigger tourist cities, such as Bangkok or Pattaya some of 
them have the same fame status as movie stars. But in the countryside most of the lady boys 
are a disgrace for the people. Some of the universities in Thailand have separate bathrooms 
for the ladyboys, purely because they are seen as a different kind of woman, and is therefore 
not categorized as a “normal” man nor woman (Hubpages, online).  
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This raises the question whether it is actually a concluding action and acceptance of the 
ladyboys or if they are just separating and feeding the view of the stigma that is put on the 
ladyboys.  
For outsiders it is hard to put the ladyboys in a box, because they do not really know where to 
put them. Most of the people see ladyboys as gay men as they are having sex with other men.  
 
For a ladyboy it is important to have a very muscular partner, the more muscular and the 
more testosterone he shows, the more feminine the ladyboy will feel and appear.  Due to the 
fact that ladyboys are not able to reproduce, they are looked upon as a temporary relationship 
and not as a potential life partner (Doppert, 1998).  
 
Thai people have a double moral. It is not unheard of that a man is married in daily life but has 
sex with another man at night. Sex in Thailand is moreover seen as something like drinking 
scotch. It is a way of pleasure and not that heavily loaded with ethics. However a girl has to 
stay a virgin until marriage, while a man can have sex as much as he wants to gain experience 
(De Lind van Wijngaarden, 1998). 
 
Thai culture 
 
The Thai culture is strongly influenced by Buddhism with 90% of the population practising it. 
The Buddhists believe that your life does not begin with birth and does not end when you die. 
They believe that you have several lives in which you should earn merit (Kwintessential: 
online).  The teachings of Buddha are followed in order to keep the karma pure. It is said that 
if you die with a pure karma you will be promoted to a higher karma, but if you have a bad 
karma you will be born in a lower form of life where you will have the chance to cleanse your 
karma (Thailand land of smiles: online).  
 
The Thai people have a certain way of greeting and behaving around other people, this is 
called the Wai. These rules of the Wai is a sign of respect and greeting.  
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If there is a difference in age, the younger person has to start the Wai. Also if the people have a 
big social distance the Wai will not be returned.   
 
Politeness, respect and self-control are very important values for Thai people. Which already 
starts with the Wai. Many of the rules they have on behaving can be related to the Buddhist 
religion. Big fights in public are not acceptable, this is because they believe that angry people 
attract the wrath of the spirits and this could result in violence and tragedy. Also it is not a 
good idea to criticize someone in a public place, loss of face is a big disgrace to a Thai person. 
This is why they avoid confrontations and will look for the most suitable compromises in a 
difficult situation. However if it is not possible to compromise in the situation one of the 
arguing persons has to retreat without losing face. 
 
Family and marriage 
 
In the social relationships there is a certain hierarchy, which means that one person is 
superior to the other.  This is for example shown in clothing, age, jobs but most importantly in 
family. Family is a very big value in the Thai culture (kwintessential: online). Thai families are 
generally closer than the western families. This is for example illustrated in the fact that most 
of the time a family lives with different generations under one roof. It is in the family where a 
Thai learns the first values of how to behave (huahinexpat: online).  
 
The father of the family is seen as the leader, however the mother plays a big role in the 
children’s life and in the finances of the family. The women see the role of the mother as an 
ideal, the women in the rural societies have a lot of power as they have to nurture the family.  
As they have to nurture the family they are specialized in economic occupations which 
empowers them. A common expression in Thailand is that a good woman “wakes up earlier 
than her family and sleeps later then her family”.  
 
The role of the nurturer for a mother is also idealized in the female code of social and sexual 
conduct.  
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In Thai tradition a kulasatrii, a virtuous woman, has to be sophisticated and proficient in 
household duties, this means graceful, pleasant while being unpretentious about her social 
manners and conservative in sexuality. The western world sees this as an undermining of the 
women, however the Thai women see this as an honour and a sign of dignity. The image of the 
kulasatrii is nowadays still an ideal goal that women want to reach, while they have to adapt 
to the changing society.  
 
Not only have the women had an ideal place in the society also the men have ideal images. 
There are two ideal male images in the Thai society. These two ideals come from the Buddha’s 
biography, where he states that the Thai men are either monastic and recluse or secular and 
householder. The monastic and recluse ideal man is the one who pursues the life of the 
Buddha. Whereas the secular and householder image is an embodiment of the masculine 
features which are also found in a lot of other cultures like: authority, courage and sexual 
prowess.   
    
Children know their place in the family hierarchy at a very early age. Their place in the family 
will also determine their place in society and jobs. Furthermore the children are given certain 
tasks to gain responsibility, these tasks become bigger when they become older. Whereas they 
grow older they also gain more rights for example they are allowed to say what they think in 
family discussions and their ideas will be taken into account when an important decision has 
to be made.  
 
The biggest responsibility for the children is the fact that they have to take care of their 
parents in their old age. This is seen as an honour as the parents gained a lot of wisdom over 
the years and have an honoured place in the family (huahinexpat: online). As long as you 
respect your family and obey your duties in the family there is a possibility that the family will 
not interfere as much in your private sexual life (List, 2006). 
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In marriage the Thai people take the karma concept to explain an unexpected overwhelming 
infatuation. They say that they were meant for each other and that it was their destiny, or that 
they had made merit in their previous life.  
 
According to the Buddha premarital sex, is forbidden. The notion of love and lust is brought to 
children on a very early age to keep them from having sex before marriage. When these 
notions are explained, love is seen as pure and noble, whereas lust contains the opposite of 
these virtues. One of the Buddhist precepts even refers to rape and sexual abuse of children to 
illustrate lust and the danger of lust.  
 
In the contemporary image of the ideal marriage in Thailand the woman and the man live 
together in a harmonious and respectful relationship, where the man is seen as the one who 
provides provision and security and where the woman is seen as the one who has the 
domestic responsibility. Also the man is the one who makes the decisions and the woman is 
the one who supports and stands by the decision her husband made (International 
Encyclopaedia of Sexuality: online).  
 
Thai view on sex and sexuality 
 
Sex in the Thai view is not something that is openly discussed. Parents do not want to explain 
the subject and often avoid teaching their children about it. If sex is mentioned at all it is in a 
playful manner, for example with newlyweds that get teased with questions like: “was it fun 
last night?” However since 1978 children get educated about sex in school but it is limited to 
reproductive issues and sexually transmitted diseases.  
 
Thailand does not have the same construction on sexuality as the west, whereas the West has  
the common categories such as heterosexual, bisexual and homosexual etc. These terms were 
not even introduced to Thailand before 30 years ago, and even then they were only 
introduced for academic reasons. The terms were not enough to describe the many different 
varieties that the Thai culture has in sexuality for example the lady boys.   
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The Thais have quite complex attitudes in regards of homosexuality. On the one hand the 
homosexual behaviour is stigmatized, on the other hand it is somewhat tolerated due to the 
Buddhism. However the way the homosexuals present themselves in the social areas is 
important for the social acceptance. In a culture where the men has a higher rank than the 
women they have somewhat more tolerance than the women who are homosexual. This is 
probably the case because it is expected from a good woman to be innocent about her 
sexuality and normally only show their sexuality with their husband.  
 
The overall norm for the Thai people is therefore heterosexuality and they see homosexuality 
as something that comes up as the homosexual probably had a bad karma when he/she died 
in their previous life. Especially educated Thais think that homosexuality exists as a mental 
illness (International Encyclopedia of Sexuality: online).  
 
The importance of money 
 
The job opportunities for Thai people is not high, however the family will play a big part in 
what a Thai person will do for a living. Most of the Thai people will study what their family 
proposes, if this is not in relation with what one had imagined so be it. The most important to 
a Thai is that their family is satisfied. It is very rare to see that a Thai chose a career that the 
family did not want them too. But our research on the lady boys points out that there are 
Thais who do choose to make a career without the permission of their parents (James, 
associated content: online).   
 
Money nowadays is one of the most important values in Thailand which is desired by every 
Thai. Where honesty and honour were the most important values, money has taken over that 
place with the result of materialism. Money gives people power, status and respect, something 
that every Thai wants to earn in his/her life.  
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Money is seen as honour and the people who possess money are given a high rank in society 
and praised. The importance of a person is therefore not rated by his or her personal 
attributes but by the amount of money they have (Values of Thai society: online).  
 
Even though Thailand has a low unemployment rate, the payment for the jobs is very low. The 
fact that someone has a lot of money shows that he or she has a good job, which automatically 
results in respect for that person (Bangkok post: online).  
 
Motivation 
 
To undergo gender reassignment there are two common motivations. The first one is when a 
newborn has both sexes also known as hermaphrodite. In the early stage a decision has to be 
made to change the sex to female or male. The other motivation to change the gender is when 
a male or female believes that they are emotionally and mentally different than what they are 
physically (Encyclopedia of surgery, online). For the ladyboys there are several other reasons 
to undergo this surgery. These reasons involve money, prestige and opportunities.  
 
It is becoming more attractive for younger people to pursue such career as a ladyboy after 
they have seen how much money can potentially be earned for themselves and their family. 
The market for the ladyboys comes from the western world, which enhances the ambition to 
work with western people. Some of the ladyboys therefore want to do the gender 
reassignment surgery so they can marry a western person and move to the country where 
they can be registered as a female. In the western world they can have the same job but earn 
way more than that they would if they stayed in Thailand, which gives the ladyboy a good 
status.  
 
Furthermore the people in the sex industries started charging more money for the ladyboys 
than for ‘normal’ prostitutes (Jackson P.A. and Sullivan G., 1999). The ladyboys then became a 
job with status; you were not the same as ‘normal’ prostitutes. They were kept for the elite 
group, the group with more money.  
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This because, according to the ladyboys, they were more aware of how to sell their bodies. 
With that comes the fact that a lot of the men want to have sex with a ladyboy just to know 
how it is. Also it has been said that the ladyboys are good sex partners because they know the 
male body very well. So they know what the man wants which gives them an advantage in the 
bedroom (Doppert, 1998).  
 
Even though the ladyboys are seen as the dark side of Thailand for many Thais, there still is 
some sort of respect for them. They earn money to pay for the surgery, which means they 
have to earn a lot to be able to pay for this. A good example of this is given in the movie 
“Beautiful Boxer” where Nong Toom keeps on boxing to earn money for the surgery.  After the 
surgery people can obviously see the change they have been through. The change immediately 
shows how much money they have, this gives the ladyboys a status of people with money. 
This attracts a lot of the youth because it is not easy to make money in Thailand. And in a 
country as Thailand this will have more effect, due to the fact that it is so hard to find a job 
that earns enough money to provide for your family. The ladyboys make three times the 
amount of money as a person who has a ‘normal’ job in general.  The money will be a drive to 
undergo such a surgery especially for the youth who live under very hard circumstances (De 
Lint van Wijngaarden, 1998). 
 
But even though the money is a great attraction to become a ladyboy, not every ladyboy will 
undergo a full body surgery. The Thai male has a distinction between an active role and a 
passive role. The Queen and the King, the queen will be the passive role and the King is the 
active role. The King will never undergo a full body surgery, she is the kind of ladyboy that has 
short hair and will always look a little like a man. A Queen will do everything to be as feminine 
as possible (De Lint van Wijngaarden, 1998).  This shows that there is a distinction between 
the motivations as well; the King ladyboy will be more likely to do this job for money whereas 
the Queen ladyboy will do this because of the desire to be a woman.  
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Thailand sex-tourism 
 
People travel away from home and from around different places in the world often because 
they seek adventure, cultural enrichment and relax away from home where they do not have 
to stress about their daily routines etc.  
 
Some people seek for more besides visiting exotic cultures and exploring new exciting 
adventures. These people seek romantic or sexual experiences, for different reasons such as; 
the romantic and sexual experiences which are available in another country, may not be 
available to them at home. Also another reason could be the advantages offered to them, when 
they travel to another country as a sex tourist as they have much greater freedom, with 
minimal risk to their reputation.      
 
The relationship amongst tourism and sex can be defined as “the seeking of romance as 
perhaps a precursor to sexual activities play as motivators for travel; the nature of the encounter 
and the role played by tourism as facilitators of romantic and sexual encounter (Dabphet, 2004, 
pdf).  
 
The tourism is very important for many reasons, because the more people travel the more the 
income of the travel agencies, airplane companies, guides, hotels etc. income will increase. By 
fulfilling the tourists’ desires to come to the country and by having many people travelling the 
consumption of tourism will be stabile.  
 
A global survey made by Lonely Planet of 7500 travellers from 134 countries illustrates that 
Thailand is one of the top five tourist destinations in Southeast Asia. The country has also 
been voted being the most popular holiday destination for younger travellers (Dabphet, 2004, 
pdf). Thailand offers many different attractions for tourists, for example they have the 
stunning beaches, the beautiful resorts of Phuket and the many cultural sights of Bangkok. But 
Thailand is also well known for their sex-tourism. A statistic shows that the sex industry in 
Thailand brings in more than $4 billion a year to the international economy.  
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Annually millions of travellers, where 70 percent is men, arrive to Thailand to purchase sexual 
services (Thorbek & Pattanaik 2002:14).      
 
Sex tourism is defined as “consisting of people from economically developed nations travelling 
to underdeveloped countries ‘specifically to purchase the sexual services of local woman (and 
men), it embraces a far broader range of people, activities and location” (Dabphet, 2004, pdf) 
 
Political view on sex-tourism  
 
The government in Thailand has passed a law, which has, the purpose to control the spread of 
sexually transmitted diseases and to prevent mistreatment. Until the year of 1960 
prostitution had been illegal in Thailand. The pressure by the United Nations changed this, 
and The Prevention and Suppression of Prostitution repealed the law (Thailand Law Forum: 
online).  
  
Thailand has an ancient tradition of legal documents, where prostitution is alternately defined 
and universally banned. This belongs under the Dhammasattha literature.  These earlier texts 
influence the old and the modern legislation and this cannot be neglected.  
 
The Prostitution Law in Thailand is the legal law forbidding prostitution. The law defines 
prostitution as every act taken by satisfying the sexual lust of another person in exchange of 
payment or other types of benefits. A person in Thailand, who seeks the service of a prostitute 
in a public or shameless way, will get a fine of around 1000 baht (Thailand Law Forum: 
online).  
 
The modern law “Entertainment Places Act 1966” has legalized go-go bars, karaoke bars etc., 
but this law do not permit prostitution, only service providers and bath service providers. For 
example the massage-bars offer something called the fishbowl, which is where men come and 
look at women, who are sitting behind a wall of glass where she is taking a bath.  
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The men are allowed to choose which woman they want to look at, but in reality these rules 
are being violated because a lot of the men do a lot of other sexual actions with the woman for 
payment (Thailand Law Forum: online).  
 
Only in the recent years of the new-puritan wave, when Thailand was reined by a right 
orientated and USA allied Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, there has been a tendency of 
adapting a mix of western values concerning sex and sexuality.     
 
A tendency of postmodern political correctness where it is looked upon with despise at the 
growing and lucrative sex tourism and especially towards the prostitution of the ladyboys. 
Even though the Prime Minister often talked about the corruption of the Thai youth, it seems 
more like an effort to pander to the western family tourism then an effort to comply with a 
popular demand from the citizens to maintain a social order in the country (List 2006:42).   
 
The categorisation of the sex-tourists 
 
“I can’t separate myself from…. the whole vacation mindset… [or]… from the physical setting. It 
affects your mind, it affects the social interaction, it affects not only the individual mentality, I 
think it affects, sort of, the whole social mentality as well – it has to!” (Nielsen, 2002: 60)   
 
The following quotation is illustrating how time and space, is a central element in the 
interaction between the sex-tourist and the Lady Boy prostitutes, and how it has an influence 
on the interpretation of the relation from the sex-tourist’s point of view. Due to the 
unfortunate situation of our group being incapable to obtain primary empirical data through a 
field work trip to Thailand, we had to collect secondary data. In our research we found an 
analysis on western sex tourism in Thailand made by Copenhagen University’s Institute of 
Anthropology, from 2002. The researcher, Marie Bang Nielsen, purpose of the study was to 
elucidate how Western men interpret the social and sexual relationship they establish with a 
local woman in Lamai, Thailand.  
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The study shows that the visiting men related their meeting with the Thai-woman as 
something that could be interpreted as romance. In other words they do not see the Thai 
women as prostitutes who got paid for sexual acts, but rather as a romantic partner, girlfriend 
or future wife.  
 
Through her field work, she outlined three different categories of clients; the conscious, the 
doubting, and the gullible. (ibid) 
 
The conscious sex tourist regularly and intentionally seeks prostitution in Thailand, and is very 
openly defining his sole purpose and motive of the trip being buying sex. This prostitution 
meeting is therefore defined as being based on a sexual and economical aspect.  
 
The doubting sex tourist has a more limited knowledge base when it comes to the prostitution, 
and often they cannot differentiate between pure sexual interaction or whether there are 
emotions involved. This type of sex tourists does not base their journey as sexually 
conditional. They explain their journey as being a vacation of leisure, relaxing on the beach, 
partying at night and more or less enjoying life. They explain that through the mentioned 
activities they got in contact with the prostitute, and where therefore not seeking them 
purposely.  
 
And then there is the gullible sex tourist, which is the type of tourist who describes their 
prostitution meeting as a romance and has deep feelings involved. This type of sex tourist 
underlines explicitly that sex had nothing to do with their motive of travelling. They describe 
it as innocent love, and are committed fully, and will therefore return to their “girlfriend” 
every now and then, or further more marry her and settle down in his country.  
 
The different types of sex tourist illustrate the importance of analytically keeping in mind that 
the clients of the prostitutes are having different types of motives and interpretations of the 
sexual meeting. 
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Legislation Thailand 
 
The lady boys in Thailand are treated differently than ‘regular’ citizens. So far they are treated 
the same way as gay men in Thailand, but a counselling centre for ladyboys called “Sisters” is 
trying to convince the government to make a different law for transgenders. This is due to the 
life a transgender lives is completely different from gay men.  
 
There are some improvements in the laws as ladyboys are recognized to be different from gay 
men. However there is no improvement on the law that they stay men on their passport, while 
the ladyboys want to change that to a woman as their appearances are female as well. Also 
they are not able to get married as a ladyboy, which is why a lot of the ladyboys leave 
Thailand to get married. This due to the fact that Thailand does not acknowledge a marriage 
between the same gender (Suite 101: online).  
 
Furthermore according to Thai law it is not possible for a man to get raped. Ladyboys are still 
seen as men according to law, so they are not able to get raped. The Thai people call it a fact of 
life where you cannot do anything about (List & Askegaard, 2006).  
 
  
International Social Science Basic Studies 
2nd Semester, 2011 – Project Examination 
 
 
45 
 
Chapter 1: Impact of sex tourism on Thailand and Thai view on lady boys 
 
Dean MacCannel describes a tourist as someone who is seeking authentic events and the 
social order which is missing in their own modern life (MacCannel, 1975).  
Thanh-Dam Troung defines prostitution as “The exhange of money for sex within a context of 
relative anonymity and muted emotional attachement” (Troung, Ratliff, 1999:80). This 
statement cannot stand alone, since there can be other motives, especially when dealing with 
prostitute ladyboys. If one reads different types of prostitution definitions, Kamela Kampadoo 
writes in the introduction of “Global Sex Workers – Right, Resistance and Redefinition”: 
“analyses of prostitution need to address and take into account the specific ways in which sexual 
subjectivity, sexual needs and desires are constructed in the specific context” (Kampadoo 
1998:4)   
 
In the book “Thai Tourism – Hill Trips, Islands and Open-Ended Prostitution” the 
anthropologist Erik Cohen describes the tourist related prostitution as being something not 
entirely focusing on the direct financial transaction, but with a more social interactionist 
approach. Cohen is describing how the mechanisms in the tourist-related prostitution form, 
allows the involved establishing a social contact, which is why a lot of the male tourist develop 
romantic feelings through their vacation. Cohen explains furthermore that the ambiguity 
surrounding this particular prostitution-form lies on the convergence of the direct exchange 
of sex for money, which is described as being a more western hard-form of prostitution, with 
the Asian and more specifically Thai “lover-tradition”.  
 
This “lover-tradition” is seen as being where the woman’s socio-sexual company is being paid 
through support, understanding and gifts (Cohen 1996:251-258). This is due to the eternal 
wish from the prostitutes’ side of finding a provider. (ibid:259) 
 
Through the field work done by Marie Bang Nielsen, she points out the importance of taking 
into consideration the fact that a lot of the male tourist are seeking a love-experience, which 
therefore causes (mis)understanding of the relation as being romance rather than 
prostitution (Nielsen, 2002:20).  
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Cohen describes this form of staged authenticity from the female prostitutes as following: 
“relationships which are based essentially on economic exchange often camouflage to appear as 
if they were based on social exchange” (ibid:259). In addition to this the anthropologist Chris 
Ryan highlights in his analysis of sex tourism that it is important to be aware of the financial 
element often being blurred by the social interaction. He writes “is the reality of the 
commercial transaction …. a veil which is drawn over the monetary value of the transaction” 
(Ryan 2001:88).   
 
An example of this confusion can be seen at some of the comments from informants, which 
Marie Bang Nielsen interviewed through her fieldwork being: “in the beginning I couldn’t 
figure out if she really liked me or if she just wanted the money” or as another informants said: 
“my friends believes she’s a prostitute – but they don’t know her at all… things tell me she isn’t.” 
(Nielsen, 2002:34). These statements obtained by Marie Bang Nielsen, illustrates this social 
interaction “scheme” which is showing the interaction between the clients and the prostitutes. 
As a prostitute said: “To have one man pay your bills every month, is just a lot easier than to find 
a new every night that pays your drinks” (ibid:36).  
 
Strategically the prostitutes stage an emotional connection with the clients, giving them the 
illusion of a romance and relationship, and then afterwards building up trust, and then the 
financial aspect occurs. This is for example seen with an informant saying: “Money has never 
been a part of our relationship” where after he continues by saying that: “yesterday she told me 
she needed 10.000 bath for her mother’s operation, I wanted to help her out and gave her 10.000 
bath plus 5.000 – just in case”. This quotation illustrates how the financial aspect is put into a 
social interpretation frame (Nielsen 2002: 38).  
 
The relevance for the field work done by Marie Bang Nielsen is giving a specific look upon 
prostitution, whereas the common view upon ladyboys is that there is a thin line between the 
ladyboys and the “ordinary” female prostitute. Some of ladyboys are having a harder 
approach, focusing directly on sex for money, which according to Cohen as earlier mentioned 
is a more westernized form of prostitution.  
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The ladyboys are more or less promoted on several websites as a product, which for example 
can be seen at a website promoting the city of Pattaya: “As with all sexual preferences, Thai 
ladyboys aren't everyone's cup of tea. Whereas some guys swear they've had the hottest sex ever 
in Pattaya with a ladyboy, others might have been robbed by a gang of katoeys on Beach Road, 
or simply despise them as a matter of principle. Ladyboys (or kathoeys as the local she-males and 
transvestites are called in Thai) are a common feature of everyday life all over Thailand. Due to 
the tolerant nature of Buddhist culture, ladyboys, as well as people with a bisexual orientation, 
are more visible and more accepted in Thai culture than transvestites or transsexuals in most 
Western countries. While the katoey phenomenon isn't restricted to urban areas and you can 
come across ladyboys in every small village of Isaan, tourist places like Pattaya or Bangkok - 
worldwide famous for their "naughty" nightlife - attract a large number of Thailand's unique 
"women of the second category". (http://www.pattaya-funtown.com/ladyboys.html)  
 
Thailand has never been colonized, which is an interesting aspect, since it has resulted in the 
Thai culture being more or less untouched. Tolerance towards ladyboys is a common sight in 
Thailand, which is due to the more relaxed relationship to sex and the respect for peoples’ sex 
life, unlike the more westernized values which originates from the more puritan Christian 
values (List: 2006).   
 
Henrik List had build up strong bonds and relationships with prostitute ladyboys in/from 
Bangkok, and got an exclusive look in their world, which he later on published.  
When asking one of his friends Natascha about how come Thailand is a country known for its 
transvestites and transsexuals, she replies: “In the Thai culture you must respect your family, 
especially your parents and grandparents and those who are elder than yourself, and you’re not 
allowed to act like the youngsters act in the West towards their parents”, Nastascha continues; 
“As long as you respect the what we in Thailand call riab roi3, so as long as you are a decent 
human, on return they don’t intrude in your sex life”. (List 2006:40)  
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 To show good manners and propriety of your life  
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Ladyboys are seen as a circus attraction, caught between a perception of this, by both 
travelers and the Thais. As mentioned in our problem area approx. one out of 100 Thai men 
are ladyboys, which is a very high number. Through our research we have several times come 
across an obvious popularization of ladyboys through their public and pop-culture. This can 
be seen in terms of every other TV show has a transvestite or transsexual in their role list. In 
addition, it is seen as a common sight that SRS (sex reassignment surgery) is advertised in 
magazines, newspapers, websites and in general openly writing about (List, 2006:26).  
 
Boys who from an early age let their hair grow, experiment with their mother's make-up or 
begin taking hormones, are not directly considered as a social disaster or result in exclusion 
from their family. Particularly if it later on in their life results in a money stream to their 
family gained through a job in a nightclub, cabaret or bar, or if you are lucky a marriage with a 
Farang4 (Cohen,1999). Worst case scenario is if a boy obtains a feminine identity or perceives 
a feminine exterior the poor family, lose male labour for their work in either rice fields or in 
the factory (ibid: 41). 
 
This kind of liberal and tolerant attitude to the phenomena of ladyboys is probably due partly 
to, as previously mentioned in our contextual chapter, the fact that they through Buddhism 
consider everything that happens to the individual as a part of Karma, therefore something 
which is their destiny. But it is important not to over-interpret this and look at the Thai 
culture as the front speaker of liberalism and see it as total tolerance in a “Western sense”, 
because sex is certainly not something Thai talk about or show publicly. This is due to the Thai 
culture prescribing a strict separation between the sexes in public spaces (Nielsen:2002)  
This would be a break of riab roi. As a result of this exact, it is rare that one in public would 
see Thai couples have a physical interaction that included an emotional sexual element. The 
normalization of this is seen as a result of the large influx of tourists and the general openness 
about this liberal public sphere of intimacy which is seen as being a part of the western 
mentality.  
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 A person from a Western country.  
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One would therefore see a tourist couple or Thai/tourist couple have this contact as a 
common view, which only further deepens the existing cultural differences in accepted 
physical social interaction between the sexes in a Western and Thai context. 
The Western approach to sex seems to be a more common sight in the everyday life through 
the media, public spaces etc. We analyze, interpret and study sex and have a greater tendency 
to put a label upon individuals, as Foucault also describes in his statements about sexuality 
being a construction. But this very obvious exposure of sex in the West have spilled over to 
the tourist-filled cities like Pattaya, Bangkok and the resort island of Phuket, where ladyboys 
is a common sight. 
 
Nikolas Rose is dealing with this cause-affect relation through his concept of 
problematization, where he argues that the normal is not something which is defined in a field 
of reflection, however the very notion of normality has emerged out of a concern with types of 
conduct, thought, expression deemed troublesome or dangerous. This definition is compatible 
to be interlinked with Goffman and his definition on normals. A stigmatized individual is 
somehow different from the expectations of his peers, and is therefore treated differently. But 
oppositely these peers and others that somehow do not deviate from the common 
expectations of how people should be, is the normals.  
 
The phenomena of ladyboys is a very tender subject, and when looking at the sex tourism 
mainly coming from the Western world, where one would normally shook with one’s head 
and having a certain attitude towards trans-, homo- and bisexuality is being confronted with 
the Thai’s perception of the ladyboys, this originates from the historical roots and is culturally 
conditioned.   
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Chapter 2: The Body 
 
A new generation of Lolita ladyboys is coming out of the puberty group already in the age of 
10-12 years old; this is with the help from their family, doctors and pharmacy.  If you were 
born as boy in Thailand, who has very feminine features, slim body and soft skin it has 
become common for a family to take their child to a doctor. This is so they can begin hormone 
treatment before the child comes in to puberty so the gender transformation can begin. This 
occurs so that the boy can be transformed into an ultra feminine and an ultra beautiful 
woman. Many Thais consider the boys that become Lolita ladyboys as abnormal, because it is 
obvious that these boys were boys who should have been born as girls (List 2006:40).   
 
According to Thai culture it is common for young heterosexual Thai men to be very vain and 
feminine about their appearances. It is not unusual for young men in Thailand to have made a 
greater effort out of their looks then the woman. These men spend a lot of time and money on 
having the greatest hairstyle, the best makeup on their faces and often the men look more 
feminine then their girlfriends/wife’s (List 2006:42).   
 
Ladyboys have an extreme strive for the perfect look. They have an ideal picture of how a 
woman should look like, that they follow to achieve. When they wake up in the morning and 
put on their makeup and a pretty dress, the ladyboys have an expectation that people 
consider and treat them as women otherwise they will feel humiliated and disappointed, and 
therefore they strive to be as beautiful as possible. Everything goes up in the aesthetic.  
 
The ladyboys who prostitute themselves have a greater tendency to make use of extreme 
resources in the strive of looking like a woman, because in their case it is all about looking like 
a real woman in every way. They do everything to look super feminine externally to match it 
up with their internal feeling of femininity. But it is not necessary for them to reconstruct 
their genitals, because many of their customers want a super feminine woman but a male 
genital underneath the woman clothing. Furthermore several ladyboys still consider 
themselves female even though they still have the male genitals.   
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The ladyboys will inevitable end up feeling ambivalence towards themselves as they have 
been raised with the norms of the normal and they will try to live up to standards set by the 
normals.  
The ladyboys are trying to alter their goals and purpose in life by undergoing the sex 
reassignment surgery and changing their total body appearance. In other words they are 
trying to alter their original teleology which is being a man and living up to the image of that. 
When they change then they will instead as mentioned try to live up to this ultra-feminine 
image they have of the female identity.  
 
Unavoidably they will face their feeling of failing of living up to this image, privately and 
publicly because of the original gender, this will cause them to feel ambivalence towards 
themselves because of their failure. Because of this ambivalence their relation to themselves 
may be broken, even though they have taken extreme measurements and changed their 
technical form.  
 
The way people act towards them at first, when people find out that they bear this ladyboy-
stigma and find out the earlier personhood of the ladyboy, it is hard for people to act upon 
them as being women even though the ladyboys’ perception of themselves is the objective of 
being a woman. So even though they after the surgery, look like a woman, talk like a woman, 
act like a woman and basically is a complete woman when you look at them, the fact that they 
once were a man is something that haunts their self-perception and the perception of them.  
 
When offering sex the ladyboys often use the argument that they know the male body better 
than a “normal” girl Thai prostitute, due to the fact that they once were men. Additionally 
many of them claim to never be able to relate to the male side of themselves, to create a image 
of heteronormality.  
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Sex and intimacy  
 
From a biological stance, ladyboys will never be fully woman. Through their lack of pleasure 
obtained by vaginal or clitoris orgasm and the ability to reproduce, they will never be seen as 
“real women”. Sexually they are not capable to secrete vaginal fluids, and therefore they are 
not able to have vaginal intercourse without artificial help.  
 
This biological incongruity might give reason for some people not acknowledging the ladyboy 
as real a woman. However the ladyboys accept themselves as fully women, even though they 
are not able to reproduce, breast feed, feel a clitoral or vaginal orgasm or menstruate 
(List:2006).   
 
Sex referring to the domain of bodies, the so called structure of them, faces a difficulty when 
applied to ladyboys. This is due to the changing of their bodies, which physically reconstruct 
the structure of their bodies. If sex is to refer to the structure of bodies and their 
performances together, what does it then mean for ladyboys that alter their bodies gradually 
towards something that can be considered externally that of a real woman. 
 
The body is capable through modern science to be altered drastically, which put it at odds 
with modern perception of what sex should be about. Sex is usually grounded in the notion of 
the morphologies of bodies, but when you relate it to ladyboys that gradually go through 
stages of transformation, from one gender to another, would the sex between a ladyboy and 
male qualify as sex.  
 
While ladyboys are unable to perform vaginal sex in the same manner as biological women, it 
is possible for them to reconstruct something that is almost same in appearance and share 
some of the functions. Thus there still exists the domain of bodily differences when sex is 
interacted. Furthermore there is always the option anal sex. This challenges the notion of 
what a body should do, as ladyboys are basically the embodiment of performing what a body 
can do – particularly with some technological assistance(Grosz:1994). 
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Chapter 3: The self 
 
The concepts of sex, sexuality and gender are contingent on each other. 
When looking upon the subjectification of the ladyboys in relation to their own perception of 
sexuality, there is a multitude of complexities that need to be outlined. 
Sexuality has become a construction of sexuality in which the categorization of so called 
sexual orientations takes place for the majorities of countries.  It works as a labeling and 
boxing mechanism that has been shaped by the cultural and historical background of 
countries. It focuses on the practices of the bodies and inevitability supports segments that 
seek to judge based on the practices of people.  
 
The primary influence in the views and creation of the construct of sexuality has been 
religion. This socio-discursive construct interplays with the Thai perception of sexuality. 
The Thai view of sexuality which extends to the ladyboys has been more influenced by 
Buddhism but in more contemporary times has also been influenced by the labeling 
construction of sexuality. Buddhism focus on karma, re-incarnation and gender roles does not 
specifically deal with sexuality in the way other religion inspired constructions of sexualities 
has. 
 
Buddhism barely mentions homosexuality and same sex practices although there exists some 
dislike against homosexual acts amongst Thais. Any interpretations in Buddhist writings that 
can be viewed as negative relate more to sexual practices that goes against the notion of 
celibacy.  
 
Contemporary beliefs tend to view homosexuality as a result of bad karma, but not 
homosexual practices as they are viewed more as an expansion of the masculine male 
exploring his sexuality before settling into the marriage.  
 
The more pleasure seeking approach on what the body can do and therefore does, relates 
mostly to males due to the view that females have to remain virtuous.  
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Males in Thai society are often portrayed as hyper sexualized and their – to a degree – 
tolerant view on prostitution helps to serve this notion. 
 
These various aspects all interplay in how the ladyboys view themselves in regarding to what 
they consider sexuality and their sexual orientation – it must be noted that these things also 
relate into their gender perceptions.  
 
Most ladyboys identify as heterosexuals and seek out the most masculine men they can find, 
which tend to work as a validation of their own femininity and their female identity. It can be 
argued that this self identification relates to them seeking out a – as much as possible - 
heteronormative life style.  
 
All of these facets need to be tied into subject of gender and sex in order to do a completely 
furling analysis of sexuality and the self.  
 
Physically ladyboys go through several stages of where their body becomes more and more 
female in appearance. Most ladyboys identify themselves as females at some point during 
their process of re-making their body. This gender perception does not take place in as such 
the biological sense as even ladyboys that are without any surgery work or hormone 
treatment, might already identify as female before starting on those things. 
 
There is a more relaxed view on gender amongst Thais in general due to Buddhism, as 
through the belief of re-incarnation everyone has lived a life either gender at one point and 
also will in the future.  
 
That is not to say they do not have somewhat rigid gender role perceptions. Their cultural and 
historical background has created clear images for them in regarding to what is a proper man 
and woman’s role. When it comes to sexuality in the sense of orientation there is not any clear 
categories in the traditional Thai cultural background, instead there exists a more strong 
bipolarity of gender.  
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Within this construction the strong focus on a male sexual prowess and what the Thai society 
considers, stronger drive, there is almost a hyper sexuality when it comes to fulfilling desires 
for males.  
 
In this, the ladyboys do not consider themselves an anti-thesis of their norms, but rather a 
third type of gender or a different kind of woman. They do not go against their cultural 
upbringing and views in the sense they seek to deconstruct the cultural gender perceptions 
created through their cultural background.  
 
They see themselves more as a part of the construction, just a different not-so-defined branch 
of it that still obeys the norms and the perceptions of gender roles as the majority of ladyboys 
consider themselves heterosexual females and not gay males that dress as females.   
They do not seek to deconstruct gender types but rather to reconstruct them where the third 
gender and/or the ‘other type of woman’ are a part of it.  
 
They see their desires as heterosexual of nature, and the majority of them that identifies of 
straight, see themselves with other men when it comes to their personal romantic 
relationships. 
 
This also shows in the fact that the majority of ladyboy sex workers actively seeks out male 
cliental or only takes male clients. The original biological gender of being a male is considered 
to have been incorrect and/or repressed, and they consider their sexual desires as those of a 
heterosexual female.  
 
It can be argued that the cultural creations of sex, gender and sexuality in Thailand have made 
room for the ladyboys perception of their gender.  They are still trying to fit into the gender 
roles of their society as much as possible, despite them having inherent failings biologically. 
The reconstruction of their bodies can imitate a standard female body but with a few notable 
exceptions. They cannot derive pleasure from vaginal sex, will not menstruate and therefore 
cannot become pregnant.  
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Ladyboy prostitutes are at disadvantage when it comes to fulfilling the role of the ideal female 
as females that prostitutes themselves are considered to a degree to be effected by the 
negative stigma that smears woman that have premarital sex.  
 
The stereotype includes the ideas that females that have sex before marriage are emotionally 
troubled and self-destructive. For prostitutes the stereotype is applied but to a lesser degree. 
Thais consider a main reason for prostitution to be the result of bad karma and poverty.  
This makes it hard for ladyboy prostitutes to truly fit into the gender perceptions of Thais as a 
real woman, but the majority tends to adamantly view themselves as such along with a 
heterosexual orientation.  
 
“It is very simple. When you are a ladyboy, when you get up every day and put on make-up and a 
dress and take care of yourself, then you of course hope that people believe that you are a 
woman and treat you as such, and it is a defeat and a humiliation when you receive negative 
reactions from people, who say that we are just men. Because we are not – we are just a different 
kind of female!” (List 2006: 41) 
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Chapter 4: Face To Face Interaction 
 
By face to face interaction it is understood that we are talking about minimum two people that 
occupy the same physical space where they will interact with each other.  
Ladyboys undergo a transformation from their original male body towards a female body, and 
this may lead to that they inevitably label themselves with duality of stigmas.  
The process of altering their bodies unavoidably makes them carry the stigma of the 
abomination, as they will progress throughout their transformation. There can be a point 
where the so called physical deformities can be hidden, in the sense that they be passing as 
female in outward appearance and therefore the stigma in some cases may not be applied to 
them. 
 
Another stigma type applies, as the societal views come into play. Their character will easily 
be looked upon as someone suffering from inferior qualities due to multiple reasons. 
Homosexuality has a tendency to be linked together with ladyboys, along with transsexuality 
which will serve to stigmatize them as a person with discrediting attributes. Prostitution on 
its own also carries the stigma of blemishes of the character.  
 
In the case of ladyboys it is quite paradoxical when looking at their virtual and actual social 
identity. The influence and stigma from the normals contribute to their creation of a virtual 
social identity. The virtual social identity created by normals, will most likely be plagued by 
stereotypes regarding ladyboys and negative views on their character.  
 
Ladyboys themselves adds to the virtual social identity through how they want other people 
to perceive them.  This is done through impression management of their social identity, where 
their behaviour and body language seeks towards giving the impression of a genuine female.  
They endeavour towards others to create a personal identity that identifies them as females, 
controversially the identity pegs and marks normals have might actually be of unflattering 
nature. E.g. when subconsciously categorizing their gender, the normals due to their culture 
and prejudice, they will label them as something abnormal or that of a confused male. 
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The ladyboys’ actual social identity represents the attributes and characteristics they possess.  
They may feel that the virtual social identity that they put forward is the same as their actual 
social identity, but in the eyes of many normals they are not real females – nor a different kind 
of woman – to them the ladyboys are just pretending to be female, they are merely confused 
males and/or drag queens of a sort. Some might accept them as a different kind of female, but 
they will have their own perception of how ladyboys of this third gender should be.   
 
Rose’s concept of dimensions of our relation to our self is compatible to be compared with the 
virtual social identity that the ladyboys possess. The genealogies of subjectivication of the 
ladyboys are defined as how they act and are being understood upon and through their 
relations and role in society.  
 
Ladyboys strive towards appearing as females, which has multiple reasons behind them. A 
primary one, is in order to feel validated in their growing perception of themselves as a 
female, they strive towards making others perceive them as female as well. This works in a 
circular manner, where as ladyboys try to make normals relate to them as females, in order 
for them to feel as females in their social identity as well as their actual identity. 
 
The professional and social life of a ladyboy prostitute includes face to face dealings with 
other ladyboys, sex-tourists and family. Amongst other ladyboys they are socializing with 
their own in-group.   
 
When in the midst of other ladyboys, these fellow suffers help push forward a code of conduct, 
that must be obeyed in order to not become an in-group deviant and avoid scorn from the 
ladyboy peers. Depending on the progression of the male to female, the visibility of the 
ladyboy stigma will differ. Feminine indulgences and behaviour will be encouraged where as 
behaviour that deviates from this will be frowned upon – it would be unseemly behaviour that 
encourages the negative perceptions of the normals in the eyes of the other ladyboys. 
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When dealing with clients, a multitude of factors will come into play in the mixed contact 
between the ladyboy prostitute and the client. First off the visibility of the ladyboy stigma will 
play a big factor in the initial contact. A not very feminine appearance can easily result in 
insult or a negative experience where the femininity of the ladyboy will be questioned, if not 
outright denied.   
 
The ladyboy will be very aware of their appearance and will adjust how they approach 
tourists. The will have learned a manner on how to deal with potential clients, a code of 
conduct of how to enter a verbal interaction and exit it. This will originate from the working 
environment they find themselves in.  
 
Within this initial meeting a ladyboy might attempt to pass, and it will be contingent of the 
visibility of the stigma of the abomination.  If the normal is aware of the stigma and still show 
interest, then the ladyboy would most likely play up his/hers differentness in order to entice 
the potential client.  
 
If the ladyboy upon initial contact feel through verbal and non-verbal cues that the potential 
client believes the ladyboy to be a woman originally, it is highly likely the ladyboy will do 
his/ber best to pass as the ladyboy feel that they are a female. They will be aware that they 
are most likely deceiving the potential client, but will perform information management. They 
might reveal in order to avoid misdirecting the client but it is most likely that the information 
management will be directed towards perpetuating the notion that the ladyboy is a woman.  
They will be in a situation where their stigma can eventually become known and his/her 
stigma put him/her in the situation of being discreditable. Being aware of the situation the 
ladyboy is in, caution will be exercised and behavial modifications will take place. 
 
The conscious sex tourists see the prostitution meeting as being based on a sexual and 
economical aspect. The interaction can go two ways; some sex-tourist desire the fact that they 
are dealing with a transsexual, which leads to the ladyboy promoting themselves as a freak, 
who is down to anything.  
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On the other hand, the ladyboy will try its best to try to pass as a female, since the phenomena 
of ladyboys are not something every one desire, rather being disgusted by. Either way the 
ladyboys are being dehumanized to be a mare product, but since it is there job, they need to 
build up their virtual identity, being a ladyboy prostitute. Oppositely their interaction with the 
doubtful and gullible sex-tourist will lay upon the persuasion of them as partners and the 
“evolvement” of a romance. This will be analyzed further down.   
 
When it comes to the forming of personal romantic relationships, they face completely 
different dimension and barriers then what people will experience normally. This form of 
interaction can be interlinked to the same difficulties the ladyboy faces with the sex-tourist. 
The relationships they evolve should first and for most be related to the time and space 
aspect.  Secondly the different types of sex tourists are having different types of motives and 
interpretations of the sexual meeting. This will affect the behaviour and self-perception of the 
ladyboy, and it is therefore important to be cautious and conscious about the appereance. The 
gullible sex tourist, which is the type of tourist who describes their prostitution meeting as a 
romance, will meet a ladyboy who would make the interaction appear as an authentic 
romance and not as a prostitution relationship through information management and passing. 
This will be done by pretending to be genuinely interested in a relationship and trying hardly 
to either block or misdirect if their “partner” is doubtful.  
 
The doubting sex tourist has a more limited knowledge base when it comes to the prostitution, 
and often they cannot differentiate between pure sexual interaction or whether there are 
emotions involved. The ladyboy will therefore through normification try to be like a normal 
by downplaying and/or hiding his/hers stigma as much as possible to give this illusion of 
heteronormality. If there is any doubt on the ladyboys femininity, there will automatically be 
doubt on the heterosexuality, since the heteronormative categorization of gender and 
sexuality is disturbed, since the couple is not seen as heterosexual in the strict meaning of it. 
But at the same time it would not be homosexuality since the ladyboy is hardly trying to 
perceive feminine attributes and image.  
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The ladyboy’s self-perception is challenged, since their virtual social identity is being a girl 
friend, whereas their actual social identity is a ladyboy in work trying to provide oneself and 
the family.  
 
Their working circle is likely to be closely interlinked with their in group and also function as 
their friends. There will be more openness about their stigma as it is shared by their peers. 
Information given is likely be more revealing in nature, but there can also be attempts at 
deception and blocking in regards of their stigma and their actual social identity. The 
reasoning behind this can be a multitude of motives. Even if the ladyboy is amongst peers who 
he/she considers to be of the same nature and/or friends, there is still ambivalence about 
his/hers own shortcomings and also those of the ladyboy peers.  
 
The interesting aspect of the interaction with the family is rooted in the family being involved 
in the process, and the fact that they have followed the development from boy to woman.  
That is precisely why they have a completely different insight on the ladyboy as the 
stigmatized. The stigma that may exist instead is a courtesy stigma, where the family of the 
stigmatized, are stigmatized themselves. A little brother of the lady boy can through the action 
and appearance of the ladyboy, be labelled and compared with his transgender brother, or the 
karma aspect, which is a big part of Thai culture can play in as a factor that covers the entire 
family. It is therefore not only the ladyboy who suffer from his sins from the past life, but the 
whole family.  
Norminalization is though an important factor here, since the family will try to set an example 
as far as how to treat the stigmatized usually to show other normals how they should treat a 
stigmatized.  
 
The face to face interaction is a very crucial part of the life of a ladyboy. It is a very important 
aspect of the ladyboys self-understanding and self-perception, but on the other side also 
important for the understanding and perception of them. As a stigmatized individual in 
virtually any culture, one is met face to face with prejudice, and must therefore constantly be 
aware of what impression one is giving, how to be perceived, etc.  
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This interferes with the actual social identity when one as a lady boy must be aware of the 
signals that one dispatches and how they are understood. You will therefore as a stigmatized 
paradoxically try to break free from this stigma, through information management or by 
passing, whatever the social arenas they may occur in, whether it is family or sex tourists.  
The culture of the ladyboys being Thai and the main culture of the sex-tourists being Western 
separately, as mentioned several times through this study, has their own cultural perception 
and understanding of the phenomena of ladyboys and transsexuality, which therefore has 
contributed to the complexities and difficulties a ladyboy faces throughout their daily social 
life.   
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Conclusion  
 
We are all doing minor or major adjustments to adapt to the social environment we are in. 
The way we speak, behave, argue and carry ourselves are all things that we both consciously 
and subconsciously change or adjust depending on what social context, we find ourselves in. 
With ladyboys in Thailand, one is met exactly with this paradoxical interaction of how to be 
conscious about each and every step one takes to build up a certain perception of one. 
 
The complexities and multitudes of problems that are found in this phenomenon are 
abundant. This is due to the root for the alteration of their body does not lie entirely in the 
more ‘classic’ reasons for this kind of transformation, which is when one feels they are 
trapped in a wrong body. A ladyboy is also perceived as a business and is fueled by the 
financial situation of the country where jobs are scarce.  
 
The cultural context is vital, since sexuality has different meanings and values in the Thai 
culture contra the Western. This has brought upon a perception amongst many ladyboys and 
Thais, where ladyboys are considered an expansion of the categories of gender. They are not 
something which seeks to deconstruct the current notions of male and female, but instead in 
their view, present a third gender and/or a different type of woman.  
 
Their feelings of gender identity and sexuality is tied strongly into how feminine they feel and 
how they are treated by their peers. Being treated as a female, validates their own sense of 
female identity. 
Even after the reconstruction of becoming a woman, people will look at the fact that they 
where men once and this will haunt their self-perception. They will never be seen as “real 
woman“ because they from a biological stance will never be fully women. But they prefer to 
be seen as a different kind of woman.  
 
 
 
International Social Science Basic Studies 
2nd Semester, 2011 – Project Examination 
 
 
65 
 
The ladyboys are testing our old-school classic perception of femininity and masculinity. 
Through the many phases of interaction they are sabotaging the otherwise usual framework 
and conceptions about sex and sexuality as being something natural given, eternal and that is 
defined in relation to the "father, mother and child" model. But paradoxically, this is done 
simultaneously without breaking with the traditional notion of the feminine and masculine. 
This form of “third gender” is not on academic theories or sexual political agendas. It is about 
sex, money, love, seduction, romance, dreams, masks, illusions and roles that at first glance 
resembles the usual and most accepted form of interaction between a man and woman, but 
underneath the surface has its own story. 
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After thoughts 
 
We could have used different theories in this project like Bourdieu with his social capital or 
Anthony Giddens on the transformation of intimacy. This would have given a whole different 
view on our subject. We could have chosen a different angle of approach for example; Thai 
woman and sex, western men and their sex-journeys, a more nature-science approach with 
focus on the high HIV prevalence and whether transsexuality is genetically etc. 
 
Working process 
 
The goal of this project was to investigate the difficulties ladyboys have in their social and 
private life. In order to research this we started by reading theories of Foucault inspired 
authors and Erving Goffman. By reading these theories we gained knowledge about sex, 
sexuality, gender and stigmatization. All of these things were needed in order to understand 
our problem. 
 
Throughout this project there have been some difficulties with finding people to interview for 
our empirical data. Had we known this up front we would have started earlier and would have 
spend more time on investigating where to find the best suited people for our interview.  
 
Furthermore if we had more time a fieldtrip to Thailand to do some real fieldwork over there 
would have brought our project to a whole new level. Whereas now we unfortunately had to 
stick to secondary data.  
 
Some people in the group had some private problems. One of the members of the group had a 
lot of personal issues which lead to a group decision to dismiss her from the group the day 
before the internal evaluation. Another member of the group had private problems which 
made it sometimes hard for the group to pull through. 
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